Invitation to Community Resilience Forum
This explanation of my identity is required in order to explain my positionality with respect to an invitation I received to join a Sikh Community Resilience Forum for Coventry at the end of 2014. A third of Coventry's population is categorised as Black and Minority Ethnic with 5% of residents defining Sikh as their religion (and 7.5% as Muslim and 3.5% as Hindu). This proportion is higher than the national average. I received the invitation as a member of the 'Sikh community' in the city. The aim of the forum was to engage in on-going dialogue between the City Council and the Police to ensure communication between these two statutory agencies and Sikhs for the benefit of the 'Sikh community'. The forum was initiated by the Police to communicate messages to the 'Sikh community'.
Membership was by personal invitation. The objectives were to discuss how to achieve an improved way of working together so that communities can be safe and ensure sensitive issues and concerns, which may impact on cohesion in the city, would be raised and discussed. Attendees would need to be prepared for 'difficult discussions'.
Margaret Harris et al. (2003) As a feminist activist in the city I have raised issues on race and gender and this brings me to the attention of a number of local agencies. It was this activism that led to the invitation -although they did also admit they "wanted a woman" on the forum. It is of course flattering to receive a personal invitation, where your opinions are sought but the invitation left me with a black feminist's dilemma: should I join this forum and advocate on behalf of Sikh women in the city or should I politely decline the invite and therefore not utilise the opportunity to give a 'voice' to Sikh women in the city?
Intersectionality and the Faith Agenda
Intersectionality is a term first introduced by the African American Multiple identities take form for South Asian women at birth. To explain this, I use the analogy of 'default,' a computing term. In computer science a 'default' is a setting that is automatically assigned to a computer program such as the size of font or number of characters allowed in a first name (Christensson 2014). It can also be called a preset as it is automatically assigned before a user or a programmer has changed it.
Using this analogy of default, at birth, South Asian women in the UK inherit multiple axes of inequality and so are defined by the intersectional default of gender and race. We inherit this multiple intersection 'automatically' and as we go through life the default changes to accumulate other axes such as age and disability. Nira Yuval-Davis highlights 'People who identify themselves as belonging to the same collectivity or social category can actually be positioned very differently in relation to a whole range of social locations (e.g., class, gender, ability, sexuality, stage in the life cycle)' However, it is important that women's voices and experiences are heard in discussions and debates of living safely in the city both in the public and private spheres. As the sole woman representative, I would certainly not shy away from ensuring women's rights were at the forefront by pushing for focus on domestic and sexual violence, caste discrimination and the right of girls to an education. I would have ensured that Sikh women's voices, in the context of lived experiences as BME women, were heard in the discussions and debates. There are not many outlets where experiences specific to BME women, albeit Sikh women, are sought and heard in the city. This was a rare opportunity and not one to miss or indeed take lightly. Furthermore it was unlikely that other representatives on the forum would advocate a feminist position and so the omission of a feminist perspective in such important discussions added to the dilemma. Although Kalwinder Sandhu started her professional life as a software engineer working for Marconi. She subsequently worked for the NHS and Department for Education setting up and implementing national programmes. She undertook an interim executive role at a Black and Minority Ethnic domestic violence refuge and recently published Layers of Inequality; A Human Rights and Equality Impact Assessment of the Spending Cuts on Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic women in Coventry. She is currently setting up a social enterprise for BME women in Coventry to access the labour market.
